I'm an observer. I stand on the sidelines watching while others act. That, I suppose, is an excuse, as much as it is a description of my job as a television reporter. So I would like to offer some observations on reporters' attitudes and responsibilities, especially as regards the consequences of conflict.
On a Sunday afternoon, a large building on the outskirts of the Croatian town of Osijek came under fire. The conventional report might concentrate on the tactical importance of the bombardment of a major Croat town and the political importance as well-a significant development in the Serb argument about territory. Pictures of young men on the Serb side going to their task with conviction and efficient artillery. Or pictures of young Croats scrambling to defend their town with rusty tanks and a few small arms. Quotes from the military men. But the wider picture might look at the decrepit building which found itself stuck within range of both sides, situated where someone was drawing a front line. It was an old people's home, and inside were elderly ladies, many in their eighties and nineties, bedridden. The wider picture (which we attempted to get) would show terrified old folk unable to move to safety; a handful of volunteers trying unsuccessfully to push beds through narrow doorways; some of the elderly refusing to leave; a window blowing in on two women staring out of it at the incomprehensible sight of a tank advancing past their front gate. One of the women is a Croat, the other is a Serb.
The wider picture is pure misery, and it is the consequences of war. Standing in a newly shattered flat one morning in Sarajevo, I asked the woman who was picking up the remaining bits of her possessions where she would go. 'Can't go anywhere at the moment', she said. 'I have to wait for my daughter to come home from school.' The school is a mile and a half away. This woman was sending her twelve year old daughter walking to school through the streets of a city under permanent bombardment. 'She has to have an education', said her mother. Interrupted education, bombed school, burnt-down libraries, no new textbooks, homework in candle-lit cellars, all are the consequences of war. This wider picture is not expected by some news editors; and burnt-down discotheques and dishwashers punctured with shrapnel may be more disturbing to viewers, who recognize their own lifestyle, than the guns and explosions. This is not a feminization of war reporting, merely a lateral looking. The news camera should give time and prominence to those other than the front-line warriors. Especially to the garage mechanics and policemen and farmers who have taken up arms in their own towns or village and set about murdering their neighbours in rehearsals of ancient grudge and revenge.
When reporters range more widely, the cameras have to be directed as honestly as possible. Television is a limited medium. For a start, it cannot smell war. It hears war selectively as well. During the build-up to the Gulf war, one of my American colleagues was reporting for radio on a big operational exercise. She started her tape recorder, the guns thundered and she intoned: 'This is the sound of war'. A polite cough followed her words. 'Excuse me', said an officer, 'War is much louder'. And he might have added that it is accompanied by uncontrolled screams and crying which cannot be located and words that do not make sense. I have to make difficult judgments about sounds whether they are too disturbing to be broadcast to a wider audience. And then there are the pictures which show the messy revolting side of warfare. They too come under pressure to be trimmed or withheld because they are judged too awful to be shown. Yet if fighting is shown as something ritualized and hygienic, with little indication of pain or agony, then something is wrong. You might be sparing the feelings of the sensitive viewer, but you are suggesting that there is little suffering and people will recover from their experiences quickly and easily. The image of the no-pain conflict is encouraged by popular television, backed by pusillanimous politicians. War is a serious business, and television needs to be serious about it.
One of my greatest fears in the Gulf conflict concerned the possible aftermath, particularly if events went badly. We were fortunate; casualties were few. But then exploding-over zigzags of trenches full of blackened, unrecognizable shapes. These were men who had not been given much choice as to whether they should be in uniform and in a front-line. Years on, there must be thousands of families throughout Iraq who have no idea what happened to them, or are coping with injured men. This episode points up the way that large numbers of people can slip from public view, probably ignored by their own leader and invisible to the rest of the world. The media move on. During the years of the fighting in Bosnia, the entire mental health system collapsed. I remember a rather grim asylum where, when we arrived, the inmates were wandering around taking some fresh air while shells fell around them. Most of the staff had either fled or been intimidated away because they belonged to a different ethnic group. The psychiatric hospital in one northern town was converted to a casualty treatment centre; mental health was considered a luxury of peacetime. The general hospitals did a remarkable job, in grim circumstances, and surgeons grew in skill with bullet wounds and amputations. The outside world also responded with much emergency and crisis aid. But I remember seeing some young men on crutches and asking if they got any further treatment when they left hospital. ' We have a list of three hundred who need physiotherapy', said a doctor, 'so that they will walk again, but no-one thinks physio very important in war, so there isn't any. And it isn't glamorous', he added, 'so no-one foreign seems to volunteer to help in this area'. Antenatal care disappeared as well, and deliveries were taking place by candlelight in the main hospital in Sarajevo, without water or pain-killers.
The chief obstetrician said he now understood what medieval life was all about. We might just have filmed this single dramatic image of birth under bombardment, and left it at that; then the obstetrician said, 'By the way, every woman who comes in here has been living on a nearstarvation diet, and has had no checks or scans. And few babies are carried to full term. When they're born, they are all underweight, and they have a high incidence of handicap'. 'This war', he said, 'has already damaged the next generation'.
The bystander reporter and the camera have to indicate the longer-term. Yet news items on events of world importance are dealt with in one minute, forty-five seconds-two minutes on a quiet day. There is pressure in some organizations to concentrate on the domestic issue, the lifestyle topic, the entertaining snippet, the gossip. Am I asking too much of reporters? Of the news media generally? I hope not. Most people in western Europe have little exposure to the horrors of war or the misery of disaster at first hand. But an awareness of what happens elsewhere is surely necessary to our understanding of life on this earth. Comfortable societies should take note that a minute of nastiness to them in a news item can be a lifetime of hell to those in the spotlight.
Journalists were never famed for great wisdom or judgment or intellect, but they should be able to bring to bear a great wagonload of humane attitudes. They bear a responsibility to make the news more than just a passing fancy. A better informed society finds it easier to be tolerant and generous. Governments can be prodded into action by better-aware citizens; aid can be better-directed by well-informed groups. The media have an obligation to deliver that information, and in doing so can make a contribution to recovery from conflict.
